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CHARLES  BEYLARD  GUERARD  DE  NANCREDE 

GROVER  C.  PENBERTHY,  M.D.,  F.A.C.S.,  Detroit,  Michigan 
N  December  30,  1847,  Charles  Beylard  Guerard  de  Nancrede,  was  bom 


at  Philadelphia,  Pennsylvania,  the  son  of  Thomas  Dixie  Nancrede, 


wholesale  importer  and  May  Elizabeth  Nancrede,  nee  Bull;  he  died 
April  12,  1921,  at  Ann  Arbor,  Michigan. 

Dr.  de  Nancrede’s  paternal  ancestors  were  of  French  Huguenot  origin.  His 
grandfather,  Paul  Joseph  de  Nancrede  was  born  in  Hericy,  France,  and  came 
to  the  United  States  as  a  lieutenant  in  the  French  Army.  He  served  under 
Rochambeau  and  was  wounded  at  Yorktown.  He  emigrated  with  his  wife  to 
the  United  States  in  1785  and  became  professor  of  French  at  Harvard  where 
he  taught  for  10  years,  from  1787  to  1797. 

The  early  education  of  Dr.  de  Nancrede  was  in  private  classical  schools  and 
in  a  military  school;  at  the  latter  he  was  honored  by  being  selected  as  one  of  the 
cadets  who  fired  the  salute  at  Lincoln’s  funeral.  He  later  entered  the  University 
of  Pennsylvania  and  graduated  from  the  medical  department  with  the  degree 
of  doctor  of  medicine  in  1869.  Although  primarily  a  medical  man  and  devoted 
to  his  work,  he  had  a  fondness  for  art  and  music.  He  was  particularly  interested 
in  painting  and  once  said,  “I  would  have  made  a  better  painter  in  the  Fine  arts 
than  a  surgeon.” 

His  work  in  physiology,  anatomy,  and  in  the  eye  service  at  the  University 
of  Pennsylvania  helped  to  broaden  his  medical  knowledge.  He  had  considerable 
training  in  surgery  of  the  eye  and  did  some  major  eye  surgery,  where  speed  was 
essential,  without  the  aid  of  an  anaesthetic;  this  training  helped  develop  his 
exceptional  lightness  of  touch  and  speed  in  surgical  technique. 

He  was  one  of  the  first  surgeons  in  Philadelphia  to  operate  for  bullet  wounds 
of  the  stomach  and  intestine,  and  later  for  appendicitis.  One  of  the  first  opera¬ 
tions  for  the  removal  of  the  appendix  was  done  in  Philadelphia  at  the  Episcopal 
Hospital  where  he  was  an  attending  surgeon. 

Later  he  became  surgeon  and  clinical  lecturer  on  rectal  and  general  surgery 
in  the  Jefferson  Hospital  Medical  College.  He  was  also  attending  surgeon  at 
St.  Christopher’s  Hospital  for  Crippled  Children  and  at  the  Philadelphia  Poly¬ 
clinic  where  later  he  was  made  emeritus  professor  of  general  and  orthopedic 
surgery.  He  was  one  of  the  first  surgeons  to  devote  time  and  study  to  the  diag- 
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nosis  and  treatment  of  brain  abscess  and  cortical  epilepsy.  He  was  a  persistent 
advocate  of  Listerism  and,  with  Drs.  Keen  and  Mears,  has  been  more  than  once 
accredited  before  the  Academy  of  Surgery  as  chiefly  responsible  for  establishing 
this  practice  in  Philadelphia. 

At  the  time  of  his  coming  to  Ann  Arbor  the  antiseptic  era  of  surgery  had 
begun.  Throughout  his  early  days  at  Ann  Arbor  he  fought  not  only  for  anti¬ 
septic  surgery  but  for  aseptic  surgery  as  well.  We  who  knew  him  as  students 
will  always  remember  the  emphasis  he  placed  on  the  necessity  of  practicing 
aseptic  surgery.  In  addressing  the  medical  students  when  he  came  to  Ann  Arbor 
as  professor  of  surgery,  it  is  reported  that  he  said  “Gentlemen,  we  will  continue 
to  operate  on  patients  in  this  hospital.  There  will  probably  be  many  deaths. 
Where  there  is  a  death,  do  not  blame  the  walls;  look  elsewhere  for  the  cause.” 

Prior  to  accepting  the  chair  of  surgery  at  the  University  of  Michigan  he  had 
been  striving  to  enlarge  his  experience  in  every  branch  of  the  healing  art.  His 
untiring  interest  in  other  branches  of  medicine  was  always  impressed  upon  his 
students — “I  am  not  a  surgeon,  but  a  medical  man  who  operates.”  His  activities 
were  not  limited  to  Ann  Arbor,  as  he  held  the  chair  of  surgery  and  of  clinical 
surgery  at  Dartmouth  Medical  College  from  1900  to  1913,  where  he  gave  his 
course  during  the  summer. 

The  recognition  shown  him  by  his  colleagues  is  indicated  by  the  honors 
which  came  to  him.  He  was  president  of  the  American  Surgical  Association 
and  vice  president  twice;  he  was  major  and  chief  surgeon,  United  States  Volun¬ 
teers,  third  division,  Second  Army  Corps  during  the  War  with  Spain,  and  served 
in  the  Santiago  campaign  in  Cuba  with  the  Fifth  Corps.  He  was  made  a  brevet- 
lieutenant  colonel  for  services  to  the  wounded  under  fire,  July  1,  1898,  and  later 
was  commissioned  as  a  major  in  the  Medical  Reserve  Corps,  United  States  Army, 
but  was  not  called  to  active  duty  in  the  World  War.  He  was  twice  president 
of  the  Washtenaw  County  Medical  Society;  president  of  the  Northern  Tri-State 
Medical  Society;  corresponding  member  of  the  Royal  Academy  of  Medicine, 
Rome,  Italy;  member,  recorder,  and  editor  of  the  transactions  of  the  Patho¬ 
logical  Society  of  Philadelphia;  member  and  secretary  of  the  Philadelphia  County 
Medical  Society;  member  of  the  Pennsylvania  State  Medical  Society,  the  Ohio 
State  Medical  Society,  the  Colorado  State  Medical  Society,  the  American  Medical 
Association,  the  American  College  of  Surgeons,  the  Detroit  Surgical  Society,  the 
International  Society  of  Surgery,  International  Congress  at  Madrid,  Spain,  and 
of  the  Philadelphia  Academy  of  Natural  Science.  Aside  from  the  degrees  of 
A.B.  and  M.D.,  the  following  honorary  degrees  were  conferred  upon  him: — 
M.A.,  University  of  Pennsylvania;  M.D.  and  LL.D.,  Jefferson  Medical  School; 
and  A.M.  and  LL.D.,  University  of  Michigan. 

Dr.  de  Nancrede  was  a  contributor  to  the  International  Cyclopedia  of  Surgery , 
the  Cyclopedia  of  the  Diseases  of  Children,  Burnett’s  Cyclopedia  of  Diseases  of  the 
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Nose  and  Throat ,  Dennis’  System  of  Surgery ,  Parks’  System  of  Surgery  by  Amer¬ 
ican  authors,  the  American  Textbook  of  Surgery ,  and  Bryant  and  Buck’s  American 
Practice  of  Surgery.  He  was  the  author  of  Essentials  of  Anatomy  and  of  Principles 
of  Surgery.  The  last,  a  unique  work,  contained  such  expressions  as  “vis  a  tergo ,” 
“pabulum”  “locus  minoris  resistentice .”  The  ideas  expressed  in  this  book  can 
be  studied  with  great  profit  today.  He  published  also  numerous  monographs 
and  papers  on  anatomical,  pathological,  and  surgical  subjects.  He  carried  out 
research  on  the  nature  of  the  gastric  juice  of  the  dog,  the  effect  of  blood  letting 
on  inflammation,  the  sterilization  of  catheters  and  the  rate  of  absorption  of 
catgut.  The  personal  attention  which  he  gave  to  his  patients  no  doubt  deprived 
him  of  sufficient  leisure  to  make  his  contributions  to  medicine  even  more  volu¬ 
minous. 

He  never  spared  himself  or  others  where  the  welfare  of  the  patient  was 
concerned.  Night  calls  had  no  terrors  for  him,  if  the  welfare  of  the  patient  was 
concerned.  He  frequently  visited  the  hospital  at  night  rather  than  leave  this 
responsibility  to  his  capable  assistants.  He  was,  in  fact,  an  individualist. 

He  was  practically  ambidextrous  and  exceedingly  deft  in  his  light  touch,  almost 
dainty  with  his  small  delicate  hands.  He  was  very  exacting  of  himself  and  his 
staff  in  the  thoroughness  of  examination  of  the  potential  surgical  patient  by 
inspection,  palpation,  auscultation  and  all  the  other  means  available  to  achieve 
a  diagnosis.  Speed  in  surgical  technique  combined  with  thorough  anatomical 
knowledge  marked  his  generation  of  surgeons  and  he  was  an  outstanding  example. 

On  June  3,  1872,  he  was  married  to  Alice  Howard  Dunnington,  of  Baltimore, 
Maryland.  Nine  children  were  born  to  them,  and  at  the  time  of  his  death  he  was 
survived  by  his  wife  and  five  children.  He  was  an  affectionate,  indulgent  father 
and  very  much  devoted  to  his  home  and  family.  He  had  no  ambitions  along 
social  lines,  possibly  because  he  had  himself  achieved  such  prominence  that  he 
realized  the  futility  of  such  ambitions. 

He  was  punctilious  in  his  personal  appearance,  always  maintaining  an  erect 
military  bearing.  This  latter  personal  characteristic  was  undoubtedly  developed 
during  his  early  training  and  subsequent  military  duty.  Direct  in  his  personal 
relations  with  men,  he  had  a  high  sense  of  honor  and  ethics,  and  a  tremendous 
personal  courage.  He  scorned  any  chicanery  or  political  maneuvers  which 
tended  to  develop  enemies  and  he  was  somewhat  contemptuous  toward  those 
who  failed  to  agree  with  his  policies.  He  was  opinionated  and  seemingly  some¬ 
what  intolerant  of  the  view  of  others  who  differed  with  him,  yet  he  was  kindness 
itself  and  extremely  tolerant  of  his  students  and  of  the  younger  men  on  the 
staff;  they  respected  his  knowledge  and  were  very  fond  of  him  personally. 

The  late  Dr.  Victor  C.  Vaughan  wrote  in  A  Doctor's  Memories  of  Dr.  de 
Nancrede;  “I  cannot  overestimate  the  services  rendered  to  the  University  by 
this  man.”  Dr.  Reuben  Peterson  at  a  meeting  of  the  Washtenaw  County  Medical 
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Society,  June,  1921,  paid  a  glowing  tribute  “to  the  valuable  and  distinguished 
services  of  the  great  surgeon,  Dr.  de  Nancrede.” 

One  need  only  mention  his  high  rank  as  professor  of  surgery,  clinical  surgery, 
and  director  of  the  surgical  clinics  at  the  University  of  Michigan  from  1889  to 
1917,  to  show  that  he  was  universally  recognized.  His  interest  in  surgery  and 
his  devotion  to  his  patients  endeared  him  in  the  hearts  of  all  who  had  the  privilege 
of  attending  the  University  Medical  School  during  his  time.  One  could  not  help 
but  be  stimulated  by  his  enthusiasm.  His  influence  will  long  remain  in  the  minds 
of  his  students  and  it  may  well  be  said  that  his  life  and  work  represent  the  true 
ideal,  fulfilled. 
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